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The more we do things the same way over and over again, the more routine and familiar 

they become. And usually this familiarity means that we spend little time thinking or reflecting 

on why we do those things.  

Our Ash Wednesday practice can be for us one of those familiar and unreflected things. 

For most of us, we’ve spent our whole lives coming to church on the day after Mardi Gras and 

receiving ashes on our foreheads, traced in the sign of the cross. But this year will be a little 

different, and hopefully this change will be an opportunity for reflection about why we carry on 

this strange practice of placing ashes on our heads.  

First, what will be different is that, this year, the Holy See in Rome has asked Catholics 

to receive ashes by having them sprinkled on the crown of our heads, instead of tracing the sign 

of the cross on our foreheads. This little change will help us to avoid unnecessary contact and 

prevent the spread of Covid-19.  

But for many in the world, this requires no change at all. In many places, what we will do 

today is the normal way of distributing ashes. Interestingly, it seems that no one knows why 

there are two different customs of how to distribute ashes, or where the two different customs 

came from. What is known is that both customs stretch back more than 1,000 years. And so 

while what we do this year is new to us, it is certainly not new! 
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As we experience this Ash Wednesday in a different way, a good reflection for us can be 

the reason for these ashes in the first place. In Sacred Scripture, ashes are a sign of repentance, 

of doing penance for sins and asking mercy from Almighty God. And often, this sign of 

penance was practiced communally. All the people together would use ashes as a sign of their 

corporate penance. We see this most clearly in the story of Jonah preaching to the people of 

Nineveh. When they heard his message and how they had offended God, everyone in the city 

dressed themselves in uncomfortable sackcloth, and the king sat in ashes. They turned from 

their sins, and they did so with public penance. 

In just the same way, we use ashes as a sign the we, as members of the Body of Christ, 

are beginning our season of penance. Receiving ashes is a reminder to us of the call constantly 

to repent of our sins and to embrace the Good News that Jesus has brought to us.  

The ashes we receive this year will be far more hidden that the normal mark on our 

forehead, but this can be a reminder to us that what the Lord is most concerned with is not the 

external, the attitude of our hearts. Public signs of penance can be good, but only—ONLY—if 

they reflect the inner disposition of a heart that is humble and contrite.  

This is the message that we hear in the readings today: “Even now, says the Lord, return 

to me with your whole hearts.” “Rend your hearts, not your garments.” “A clean heart create for 

me, O God…” “Pray to your Father in secret.” 
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 These forty days of Lent, which we begin today, are our chance to unite ourselves with 

Jesus during His forty days in the desert. These forty days are our opportunity to turn our hearts 

back to God—not in a way that others will see us doing it, but in a way that will be visible to 

God, who desires to come to us, to make His dwelling with us, to transform us to be more like 

Himself.  

 May the ashes we receive today be an outward sign of the true inward reality of a heart 

that is contrite and humble, the outward sign of a heart that desires to be holy and righteous in 

sight of the Lord, the outward sign of a heart that seeks the merciful face of God.  


